Across Fortune's Tracks is a well-written, well-researched biography of a man who, despite the sympathetic attitude of the author, seems to have had few virtues. Despite Kenan's own attempts to project such a persona, he appears as neither a great scientist nor an innovative businessman.
Born during Reconstruction to a family of Southern planter-politicians and confederate veterans, Kenan grew up in the Redeemed South, where technical education, railroads, and diversified entrepreneurial activities were promoted by and for white elites. A child of privilege, Kenan espoused the ideology of meritocracy and progress through science. Kenan's most significant contribution is undoubtedly his many gifts to his alma mater, the University of North Carolina.
But both in his gifts and his student activities, Kenan attempted to maintain UNC's function as a training ground for a well-defined Southern elite. By placing Kenan in the context of the New South, Campbell makes a useful contribution to the debate on the relationship between the post bellum and ante bellum Southern elites. The reader comes away with a very vivid, if discomforting, picture of the personal, political, and business relationships between Southern gentlemen and the Northern "carpetbaggers" who became their friends, partners, and brothers-inlaw, as they tried to build fortunes through private enterprise and public coffers, and actively used violence and racial divisiveness to stymie the growth of farm populist movements that 2 threatened their position.
For business historians, the most interesting sections of the biography may be those describing A good portion of the book is devoted to two controversies which engaged Kenan and his family. 
